
The American Burying Beetle

(ABB)
(Nicrophorus americanus Olivier)

What one beetle can tell us about death, 

romance, spousal cooperation, proper food 

preparation, child rearing, unintended 

consequences, and the resiliency of nature.

Chris Carlton, Louisiana State Arthropod Museum  



How are these things related to the ABB?

Dead rats

Shotguns

LocomotivesMites

Passenger pigeons
Antibiotics

Soils
Artificial light

Flies

http://www.istockphoto.com/file_closeup/health_and_beauty/medical_concepts/medical_equipment/538439_hanging_rat.php?id=538439
http://www.scottcamazine.com/photos/antibiotics/images/antibiotics_jpg.jpg
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/publishing/images/covers/soils-200.jpg


The ABB is a member of the family 

Silphidae (carrion beetles) that includes 

burying beetles and sexton beetles

Necrophila americana larva



The burying beetles, subfamily 

Nicrophorinae, genus Nicrophorus

16 North American species, all similar in appearance



The ABB is the largest North American 

carrion beetle (25-40 mm; 1.0-1.5 in.)

Ultrasensitive 

antennae find 

carrion items 

up to two miles 

away!

http://www.beetlelady.com/images/nicrophorus_americanus3.jpg


The key to 

understanding 

the ABB is 

knowing its 

biology

It all starts with a dead rat.

A couple of hours. 3-4 hours.

6-24 hours.

http://www.istockphoto.com/file_closeup/health_and_beauty/medical_concepts/medical_equipment/538439_hanging_rat.php?id=538439
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/publishing/images/covers/soils-200.jpg
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Food item formed into a ball. Coated with salivary secretions.

Young larvae are fed 

regurgitated food.
Older larvae feed themselves.



But wait! Donôt animals that die start 

immediately decomposing? How 

can you raise children on them?

Antibiotics!

Salivary secretions of burying beetles contain 

natural antibacterial and antifungal substances.

http://www.scottcamazine.com/photos/antibiotics/images/antibiotics_jpg.jpg


Not so fast! Donôt flies also rapidly 

invade dead animals and eat them? 

How do you raise children on them?

Carrion beetles carry tiny phoretic mites that are 

predators of fly eggs and clear them from the 

carcass.

Mites!
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The ABB is protected under the U.S. 

Endangered Species Act. Hereôs why.

Dramatic range reduction, past 100 years.

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/7/7e/ABB_range.jpg


First noticed early 1980ôs by examining 

museum records.

Subsequently confirmed by sampling across 

original range.

Typical ABB museum 

specimen

Live ABBs in North 

Dakota pitfall trap

Tagged ABB ready 

for release


